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That Saturday in the Park, I Put My Nose Close to the

Flowers

I used to dread writing compositions. Whatever I wrote came out as the same dry
few lines: the flowers are beautiful, I am very happy. My teacher drew red lines
under those sentences, and I knew they were empty words, but I truly had nothing else
to say. Once I counted, and found that in an essay of three hundred characters, a

full hundred of them were spent on saying what fine weather it was.

Last Saturday my father took me to the park to see the flowers. When we reached
the peach blossom area, I was my old self again, saying how beautiful, how beautiful.
My father did not scold me. He only said: put your nose close and smell. I brought my
nose close to a branch of peach blossoms. The smell was sweet without being heavy,
and when the wind blew, the sweetness ran away for a while and then came back. My
father asked me to listen next. I heard the buzzing of bees, the laughter from the

playground far away, and the sprinkler going tap, tap, tap as it turned.

www. vv99. net



I reached out and touched a petal. It was cool and soft, smoother than a
handkerchief. Another petal was blown down by the wind and landed right on my lips. 1
touched it with my tongue: a little sweet, and a little bitter. My father laughed and

said: you see, today you used all five senses. Go home and write about this.

That evening I wrote the essay about the flowers in the park. I wrote the colors
I saw, the smell I breathed, the sounds I heard, the feel of touching, and the taste
on my tongue, one line for each sense. The next day the exercise books came back, and
my essay was read aloud in class. The comment was five characters: it has color and
smell. The teacher also said to the whole class: now this is what truly seeing means.
My ears turned hot as I listened. After class my deskmate came over and asked why he
had never heard the sound of the sprinkler, and I told him to bring his ears along
next time. He also asked me what the flowers actually smelled like, and I told him to

go and smell them himself on the weekend.

Now I understand one thing: it is not that the pen is stupid; it is that my eyes,
ears, nose and hands had never really gone to work before. Ever since then, every
time I go to the park to watch flowers, I make a point of using all five senses, and
when I come home my essays are full of things to say. The praise written in my
exercise book was really earned for me by the flowers in the park together with my

five senses.
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The Five—Senses Recording Sheet Our Teacher Handed Out

In the last week of March, our Chinese teacher handed out a sheet of paper to the
whole class. At the top of the sheet were five boxes printed: eyes, nose, ears,
hands, tongue. The teacher said that over the weekend everyone should visit a park
once, look at the spring flowers, write each of the five senses into its box, hand in
the sheet on Monday, and then use the sheet to write an essay. I muttered to myself:

writing an essay, and so many tricks.

On Sunday afternoon I took the sheet and a pencil to the park next to my
neighborhood. Under the cherry trees there were quite a few people, and I found an
empty angle by a bench and sat down. The eyes box was the fastest: the cherry
blossoms came in clumps, from far away like clouds resting in the trees, and up close
each flower had five petals with a tiny notch at the tip of every petal. I got stuck
at the nose box. I leaned in and sniffed but could not name the smell, so I left it

blank for the moment.

Later I changed my method. I closed my eyes and sniffed for a long time, and
suddenly the smell came out: a little like the skin of a cucumber, faint, mixed with
a hint of earth. I filled it in quickly. In the ears box I wrote three sounds, the
buzz of bees, the shouting of children, and a rustling sound I searched half a day to
find, made by new leaves rubbing against each other. For the hands box I touched the
bark of the cherry tree, which had tiny bumps when stroked sideways. The tongue box
was the most embarrassing. I licked a fallen cherry petal, and it was salty, probably

touched by sweat.

On Monday I handed in the sheet. Mine was damp, its corners softened by sweat.
The teacher looked through my sheet and drew three circles, all on the places where
what I wrote was different from others. That day, writing the essay from the sheet, 1
hardly had to think at all, one box became one paragraph, and when I finished and
counted, I had written more than double my usual length. When the essays came back,
the comment on mine read: solid material, reading it is like walking into the park.
Before class ended the teacher posted my essay on the display board at the back of

the classroom, and every time I walked past I took a look at it.

This experience made me admit I was wrong. Before, I would sit at my desk and
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force myself to think, and all that came out was empty talk. The material for essays
was not inside my head; it was in the park, in the five senses, and the sheet only
carried it home for me. Now there is always a small folded sheet of five—senses boxes
in my pencil case. Every trip to the park fills one sheet, and when a sheet is full I

write. For the rest of that term, essays never troubled me again.
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Two Versions of the Park in My Exercise Book

Yesterday while tidying my schoolbag, I flipped through my composition book.
Halfway through I stopped, because inside it there are two essays both about flowers
in the park, one written in early March and one in late April, and the grades the
teacher gave are far apart: the first one passed, the second one is excellent, and

beside the word excellent someone drew a smiley face.
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I remember exactly how the March one was written. The teacher assigned an essay
about spring in the park, and I sat at my desk thinking for twenty minutes, then
carried over every good phrase I had memorized: spring warms and flowers open, a
hundred blossoms in full bloom, red and purple and lovely. For the look of the
flowers I wrote: red like fire, pink like sunset clouds, white like snow, without
changing a word, because that same sentence appeared in three model essays. My mother
came in to check and asked me which flowers in the park opened first. I could not
answer. When that essay came back, the teacher commented with only two words:

overused.

The April one was different. My mother took me on a trip to the park first, and
then I wrote. We stayed in the park for more than an hour that day. My mother had me
take it in one sense at a time. With my eyes: the buds of the crabapple tree are red,
but the open flowers are pale, so one tree holds two colors. With my nose: the
crabapple has almost no scent, but the grass at my feet gives off the clean bitter
smell of being stepped on. With my ears: bees work over the flowers, their sound
muffled, like tiny motors. With my hands: the crabapple leaves feel like waxed paper,
smooth. The tongue was the most embarrassing part. I licked a fallen petal, and it
tasted faintly bitter.

I wrote right away when we got home, while everything was still fresh. I wrote
about the two colors of the crabapple, the bitter smell of the grass, the muffled
little motors. The next day it came back marked excellent, with the comment: these
are the flowers of the park you yourself visited. The teacher praised it in class
too, saying that the flowers in this essay could not be written by any other student,

because they belong to the one park only its author had been to.

Now the two essays sit next to each other, and as I read them one after another,
it is like reading the work of two different people. The first me sat inside a room
and made things up; the second me stood in the park and looked. My mother says I have
improved. I feel the improvement did not happen in the pen. It happened in that hour
and more in the park. Since then I have set a rule for myself: never write about
something I have not gone to see. That rule is the most down—-to—earth lesson 1

learned this term.
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